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middle of the Great Depression, Walt began producing films that generated huge 
amounts of revenue. From there, he and his brother built Disneyland, a $17 
million theme park. It became a huge success and they were able to use the 
profits to begin building Disney World. Sadly, Walt passed away before the 
theme park was finished. 

A man who went bankrupt after a failed business venture in the cartoon 
industry became a multimillionaire within a few years during the Great 
Depression. The same cartoons that received repeated rejections from people 
who didn’t think they would ever be a success earned him more Academy 
Awards than any other person in history. Even though Walt passed away almost 
fifty years ago, the Disney Company remains a thriving billion-dollar 
corporation and Walt’s cartoon character, Mickey Mouse, remains the primary 
symbol of Disney. Clearly, Walt was a man who used his failures to motivate 
him to become successful. 


BOUNCING BACK AFTER FAILURE WILL 
MAKE YOU STRONGER 


Wally Amos worked as a talent agent who was known for sending his homemade 
chocolate chip cookies to celebrities in an effort to entice them to sign on with 
him. At the urging of his friends, he eventually quit working as an agent and 
devoted his life to baking cookies. With financial support from some of his 
celebrity friends, he opened his first gourmet cookie shop and called it “Famous 
Amos.” 

The store became wildly popular and the business expanded quickly. Amos 
opened several more stores across the country over the next decade. His success 
earned him national attention, including an Award of Entrepreneurial Excellence 
from President Ronald Reagan. 

But as a high school dropout without any formal training, Amos lacked 
business knowledge and his million-dollar empire began to struggle. He 
attempted to hire people who could help, but unfortunately they also lacked the 
ability to turn the company around. Eventually, Amos was forced to sell his 
company. And not only had he experienced financial trouble with his business, 


but he also experienced a major financial crisis in his personal life: he lost his 
home to foreclosure. 

A few years later he attempted to launch a new cookie company—Wally 
Amos Presents Chip and Cookie. But the company executives who had 
purchased Famous Amos sued him for using his own name. He changed the 
name of his new business to “Uncle Noname.” His new cookie company faced 
steep competition and he wasn’t able to make it successful. As his debt rose to 
over a million dollars, he was forced to file bankruptcy. 

Finally, Amos opened a muffin company. But this time, he left the day-to-day 
operations to a partner who had expertise in food distribution. He’d learned from 
his previous failures that he needed help operating the business. His new 
business hasn’t soared to the heights of his cookie business, but the company 
remains viable to this day. 

Eventually, Amos found another break. Keebler acquired his original brand of 
Famous Amos cookies. And management hired him to be the product’s 
spokesperson. Although he could have been bitter about the fact that the 
company he founded had achieved tremendous success now that he no longer 
owned it, Amos gratefully and humbly returned to urging people to buy the 
cookies he had begun making over thirty years ago. He’s also found success as 
an author and a motivational speaker. 

Failure can build character by challenging you in new ways. It can help you 
identify areas in your life that need work as well as hidden strengths you’ve 
never before recognized. In Susan’s case, once she enrolled in college, she 
gained confidence in her ability to handle future setbacks. She no longer viewed 
failure as final but instead thought of it as a way to improve herself. Learning 
how to persevere despite failure increases your mental strength over time as you 
recognize how failure can improve your performance. 

Understanding that you will be okay, even if you fail repeatedly, offers much 
peace and contentment in life. You’ll no longer worry about being the best or 
feeling like you have to achieve the most to be appreciated. Instead, you can rest 
assured that with each failure, you’re becoming better. 


TROUBLESHOOTING AND COMMON TRAPS 


Sometimes people are comfortable with failure in some areas of their lives but 
not others. A person may be used to failing to close the deal as a salesperson but 
may be very upset if she fails to become elected to city council. Identify the 
areas in your life where you may be more apt to give up after failure and focus 
on how you can learn from all the failures you experience. If you’re not used to 
trying again after you fail, facing your fears head-on can be difficult at first. 
You’re likely to feel a range of emotions and your thoughts may discourage you 
from trying again. With practice, however, you’ll be able to discover how failure 
can be an important step in becoming successful. 


WHAT?’S HELPFUL 


Viewing failure as a learning opportunity 


Resolving to try again if your first attempt was not successful 
Facing your fear of failure 

Developing a new plan to increase your chance of success 
Identifying and replacing irrational thoughts about failure 


Focusing on improving your skills rather than showing them off 


WHAT?’S NOT HELPFUL 


Allowing failure to stop you from reaching your goals 


Considering future attempts to be a lost cause if your first attempt 
wasn’t successful 


Quitting because you don’t want to tolerate discomfort 


Defining a task as impossible because it didn’t work the first time 


Allowing yourself to think that failure is worse than it is 


Refusing to participate in tasks where you are not likely to excel 


CHAPTER 11 


THEY DON’T FEAR ALONE TIME 


All man’s miseries derive from not being able to sit quietly in a 
room alone. 


—BLAISE PASCAL 


Vanessa had asked her doctor for medication to help her sleep, but he’d 
recommended she try counseling first. Although she wasn’t certain how 
counseling could help, Vanessa agreed to come and see me. She explained how 
she just couldn't seem to shut her mind off at night. Despite feeling exhausted, 
she’d often lie awake with her mind racing for several hours after she’d tried to 
go to sleep. Sometimes she’d second-guess certain things she’d said throughout 
the day while at other times, she worried about all the things she had to do 
tomorrow. And sometimes she had so many thoughts running through her head 
all at once that she didn’t even know what exactly she was thinking about. 
During the day, Vanessa said she didn’t experience any worrisome thoughts. 
She worked as a real estate agent and her days were busy and often, very long. 
When she wasn‘ officially working, she could be found dining out with friends or 
networking with other young professionals. The line between work and play was 
often blurred as she frequently received business referrals through social media 


or through various groups that she belonged to. She loved her active lifestyle 
and she enjoyed being constantly on the go. Although her job brought a lot of 
stress, she found her work to be quite fulfilling and she was very successful in 
sales. 

When I asked her how often she spent any time alone or how often she ever 
gave herself an opportunity to just sit and think, she said, “Oh, never. I don’t 
ever want to waste one second of my day not being productive.” When I 
suggested to her that the reason she may be struggling to turn her mind off at 
night was because she didnt give her brain any time to process things during the 
day, she initially laughed. She said, “It’s not that. I have plenty of time to think 
during the day. Sometimes I’m thinking about a whole bunch of things at once.” 
I explained to her that her brain may need some downtime, a chance to unwind 
and I suggested she schedule some alone time in her day. Although she wasn't 
convinced solitude could help her sleep better, she agreed to try it as an 
experiment. 

We discussed the various ways she could spend some time being alone with 
her thoughts. She agreed to try journaling for at least ten minutes a day before 
bed without any distractions—no TV, no cell phone, and no radio playing in the 
background. When she returned the following week, she said she found the 
silence to be a little uncomfortable, but she enjoyed journaling and thought it 
was helping her fall asleep a little faster. 

Over the next few weeks she tried several other activities, including 
meditation and mindfulness exercises. To her surprise, she found a few minutes 
of meditation each morning to be one of the highlights of the day. And she said 
she felt like her mind was “quieter.” She continued journaling because she felt 
like it gave her an outlet to sort through everything that ran through her head 
and the meditation taught her how to calm her racing thoughts. And although 
her sleeping problems weren’t completely cured, she felt she was able to fall 
asleep much faster. 


SOLITUDE PHOBIA 


Spending time alone isn’t at the top of most people’s priority lists. For many of 
us, the thought of being alone just doesn’t sound appealing. For others, it sounds 


downright scary. Do any of the points below describe you? 
| When you have spare time, the last thing you’d likely do is just sit and think. 
a You think spending time by yourself is boring. 


a You like to keep the TV or a radio on for background noise when you’re 
doing things around the house. 


ag You feel uncomfortable with silence. 
a You equate being alone with feeling lonely. 


a You would never enjoy doing activities, such as going to the movies or 
watching a concert, by yourself. 


a You’d feel too guilty to do anything by yourself. 


a When you have a few spare minutes in a waiting room or in between tasks, 
you’re likely to make a phone call, send text messages, or use social media. 


a While driving in the car by yourself, you usually keep the radio on or you 
talk on the phone to keep yourself entertained. 


Writing in a journal or meditating seems like a waste of time. 
a You don’t have time or opportunity for solitude. 


Creating time to be alone with your thoughts can be a powerful experience, 
instrumental in helping you reach your goals. Mental strength requires you to 
take time out from the busyness of daily life to focus on growth. 


WHY WE AVOID BEING ALONE 


Vanessa didn’t think solitude was a productive way to use her time. She focused 
so much on building a name for herself in the real estate industry that she felt 
guilty whenever she wasn’t socializing or networking. She didn’t want to miss 


out on an opportunity to get a new Sales lead. 

Although solitude has plenty of positive connotations among the major 
religions—Jesus, Muhammad, and Buddha were all described as appreciating 
solitude—being alone has developed some negative associations in modern 
society. Extreme cases of solitude, such as someone characterized as a “hermit,” 
are often portrayed negatively in cartoons, fairy tales, and movies. Jokes about 
becoming “the old cat lady” also serve as gentle suggestions that “being alone 
makes you go crazy.” Parents place kids in time-outs when they misbehave, 
which sends the message that being alone is a punishment. And the term 
“solitary confinement” is used to describe consequences for the worst-of-the- 
worst prison inmates. Although extreme solitude clearly isn’t healthy, being 
alone seems to have received such a bad rap that even short durations of alone 
time can be viewed as unpleasant. 

The notion that “being alone is bad” and “being surrounded by people is 
good” pressures us to fill our social calendars. Sometimes there’s the impression 
that sitting home alone on a Saturday night isn’t healthy or it means you’re a 
“loser.” Keeping an overbooked calendar also helps people feel important. The 
more your phone rings, and the more plans you make, the more important you 
must be. 

Staying busy also serves as a wonderful distraction. If you have problems you 
don’t want to address, why not invite your neighbors over for dinner or go 
shopping with some friends? After all, you won’t have to think about your 
problems as long as you keep your brain occupied with pleasant conversation. 
Even if you can’t spend time with other people physically, advances in 
technology mean that you don’t ever really have to be alone. You can talk on the 
phone almost anywhere, use social media to be in constant contact with people, 
and send text messages the second you have a spare moment. You can virtually 
avoid being alone with your thoughts almost every minute of the day. 

There are also societal pressures to be productive. People who feel like they 
must be accomplishing something all the time may view “alone time” as 
“wasting time.” So they fill every spare second with activity. Whether they’re 
cleaning the house or creating more to-do lists, they may not see much value in 
taking time to just sit and think because it doesn’t produce immediate tangible 
results. In fact, they may feel guilty if they’re not “getting something done.” 


And then, of course, some individuals just don’t feel comfortable being alone. 
They’ve grown accustomed to chaos, incessant noise, and constant activity. 
Down time, silence, and self-care aren’t words in their vocabularies. They’re 
terrified to be alone with their thoughts because they know they may think about 
things that could cause them to feel uncomfortable. If they had a few spare 
moments, they may remember something sad or they may worry about the 
future. So in an attempt to keep their uncomfortable emotions at bay, they keep 
their minds as busy as possible. 

Being alone often gets confused with being lonely. Feelings of loneliness have 
been linked to poor sleep, high blood pressure, weaker immune systems, and 
increased stress hormones. But being alone doesn’t necessarily cause loneliness. 
In fact, many people feel lonely when they’re surrounded by others in a crowded 
room. Loneliness is about perceiving that no one is there for you. But solitude is 
about making a choice to be alone with your thoughts. 


THE PROBLEM WITH FEARING SOLITUDE 


The more Vanessa filled her day with constant activity, the more her brain 
couldn’t seem to shut off at night. And the more she experienced racing 
thoughts, the more she tried to drown them out, which set up a perpetuating 
cycle. Her thoughts kept her awake at night so she began to associate “quiet 
time” with stress. She’d even started using the TV as background noise while 
she tried to fall asleep because she wanted to muffle her thoughts. 

Constantly tending to our daily responsibilities and relationships can take a 
toll on us if we don’t stop and take time to renew ourselves. Unfortunately, the 
benefits of solitude are often ignored or minimized. Here’s what the research 
says are some of the major benefits that those of us who fear alone time might be 
missing out on: 


e Moderate alone time is good for kids. A 1997 study called “The Emergence 
of Solitude as a Constructive Domain of Experience in Early Adolescence” 
found that fifth to ninth graders who spent moderate amounts of time alone 
were less likely to exhibit behavioral problems. They also scored lower on 
depression rating scales and had higher grade point averages. 


e Solitude at the office can increase productivity. Although many office settings 
promote open work spaces and large brainstorming sessions, a 2000 study 
called “Cognitive Stimulation in Brainstorming” found that most people in 
the study performed better when they had some privacy. Spending some time 
away from everyone has been linked to increased productivity. 


e Alone time may increase your empathy. When people spend time by 
themselves, they’re more likely to show compassion for others. If you’re 
spending a lot of time with your social circle, you’re more likely to develop a 
“we vs. them” mentality, which can cause you to behave less 
compassionately toward those outside your social circle. 


e Spending time alone sparks creativity. Many successful artists, writers, and 
musicians credit solitude with improving their performance, and some 
research suggests that spending time away from the demands of society can 
boost creativity. 


e Solitary skills are good for mental health. Although there’s often a lot of 
emphasis on the importance of social skills, evidence suggests solitary skills 
may be equally important for health and well-being. The ability to tolerate 
alone time has been linked to increased happiness, life satisfaction, and 
improved stress management. People who enjoy alone time also experience 
less depression. 


e Solitude offers restoration. Alone time provides an opportunity to recharge 
your batteries. Research shows that spending time alone in nature offers rest 
and renewal. 


Although it can be a challenge to slow down and take time out for yourself, 
there can be serious consequences if you don’t. My good friend Alicia 
experienced an extreme consequence just a few years ago. I didn’t know her 
back then so I was surprised to hear how stress took such a cumulative effect on 
her life when she neglected to take care of herself. 

She’d just given birth to her first child and was working twenty-five to thirty 
hours a week at a job that she didn’t exactly love. She’d just returned to college 


full-time because she’d felt bad that she hadn’t yet finished her degree. She also 
felt a lot of guilt over the fact that her hectic schedule required her to be away 
from her baby much of the time. 

The demands of motherhood, work, and college took an emotional and 
physical toll on Alicia. She experienced constant anxiety, and at times, she felt 
like she couldn’t even breathe. She began breaking out into hives and she lost 
her appetite. But she ignored the warning signs that her stress was reaching 
dangerously high levels, and she pressed onward. The day her stress finally 
caught up with her started out like any other day—or so she’s been told. She has 
no recollection of it. In fact, the first thing she remembers is waking up in the 
hospital surrounded by her family. 

She was horrified to learn that she’d been found at a gas station completely 
disoriented. The gas station attendant had recognized her confusion and he called 
for an ambulance. The ambulance crew asked her questions, like what her name 
was and where she lived, but she wasn’t able to answer them. The only thing she 
could tell them was that her baby was home alone. 

The police searched her car and discovered her wallet and cell phone. They 
contacted her family and were relieved to find out that her baby was actually 
safe at home being cared for by Alicia’s husband. According to Alicia’s family, 
she had seemed fine earlier in the day. She talked to her husband, got ready for 
school, and said her tearful good-byes to her baby. She even called her father 
during her commute. But somewhere along the drive to class, she became 
completely disoriented. 

After confirming she didn’t have any drugs or alcohol in her system, the 
doctors ruled out any possibility of stroke or head injury. When all the tests came 
back negative, Alicia was diagnosed with transient global amnesia—a rare form 
of temporary amnesia that can be triggered by severe emotional distress. 
Fortunately for Alicia, the symptoms cleared within a few days and she didn’t 
suffer any long-term effects. 

This incident certainly opened Alicia’s eyes to the importance of taking care 
of herself. She says that in the past, she used to wake up thinking about all the 
things she “had” to get done and she spent her days rushing to get through her 
to-do list. Now, she slows down and takes time to enjoy each day by doing 
things like walking her dog and working in her yard. She’s much more aware of 


her stress level and she takes better care of herself. Her story serves as a 
cautionary tale that shows the importance of slowing down and listening to our 
body’s warning signs of stress. 


GET COMFORTABLE BEING ALONE 


Vanessa’s days were filled with activities that easily took priority over spending 
time alone. The only way she could faithfully incorporate solitude into her daily 
routine was to schedule it and treat her alone time like all her other important 
appointments. She also had to view her solitary activities as practice. Learning 
new skills like meditation and mindfulness, and making journaling a daily habit, 
requires dedication. Initially, Vanessa learned about meditation by reading and 
watching online tutorials. But when she realized that she actually enjoyed it, she 
expressed an interest in taking a meditation class. She felt like the more skills 
she learned, the better equipped she’d be to quiet her mind at night. 


PRACTICE TOLERATING SILENCE 


Most of us are used to having a lot of noise surrounding us during the day. 
Sometimes, people actively seek out the hustle and bustle to prevent themselves 
from being alone with their thoughts. Do you or someone you know fall asleep 
with a TV or radio on for background noise? Trying to drown out your thoughts 
by bombarding yourself with constant noise isn’t healthy. Building just a few 
quiet moments into your day can help recharge your batteries. Take at least ten 
minutes every day to sit quietly by yourself and do nothing but think. If you’re 
used to constant noise and activity, silence may feel uncomfortable at first. 
However, with practice it gets easier. Use alone time to do the following: 


e Reflect on your goals. Take a few moments every day to think about your 
personal or professional goals. Evaluate how you’re doing and think about 
any changes you may want to make. 


e Pay attention to your feelings. Check in with yourself about how you’re 
feeling both physically and emotionally. Think about your stress level. 


Evaluate whether you’re taking good enough care of yourself and think about 
any ways you could improve your life. 


e Set goals for the future. Don’t stop dreaming about what you may want the 
future to look like. The first step to creating the type of life you want is 
deciding how you want the future to look. 


e Write in a journal. Journaling can be a powerful tool in helping you to better 
understand and learn from your emotions. Research studies show that writing 
about experiences and the emotions surrounding those experiences boosts 
immune systems, decreases stress, and improves mental health. 


We live in a world where we can be constantly connected to people. But 
digital connectivity means we have fewer opportunities to be alone with our 
thoughts. Reaching for your phone to check for messages, scrolling through 
social media accounts, and reading online news stories can take up a lot of your 
time. Just spending a few minutes here and a few minutes there can add up to 
several hours a day. Constant communication interrupts your daily activities and 
can lead to increased stress and anxiety. Take a break from technology and 
incorporate some more quiet time in your daily life by trying the following: 


e Turn off the TV when you’re not actually watching it. 
e Ride in the car without the radio playing. 
e Go for a walk without taking your cell phone. 


e Shut off all your electronics once in a while just to take a break. 


SCHEDULE A DATE WITH YOURSELF 


The key to making alone time helpful is that it has to be a choice. Elderly people 
who live alone and are rather isolated from society, for example, are more likely 
to feel lonely and less likely to benefit from solitude. But for people who live 
busy lives that include lots of social interaction, scheduling some alone time can 
provide an opportunity for rest and renewal. If you feel uncomfortable with the 


idea of spending time alone, the key is to create positive experiences with 
solitude. In addition to squeezing in a few minutes of alone time every day, 
schedule a date with yourself at least once a month. 

By referring to it as a “date” it can remind you that you’re choosing to do 
something on your own, not because you lack social relationships, but because 
it’s a healthy thing to do. A 2011 research study titled “An Exercise to Teach the 
Psychological Benefits of Solitude: The Date with the Self” found that the vast 
majority of people who scheduled a date alone experienced calmness and 
serenity. They enjoyed the freedom to do whatever they wanted without any 
social constraints or expectations. The few participants who didn’t find the 
experience enjoyable weren’t yet comfortable being alone. However, increasing 
their exposure to alone time may help make it a more enjoyable activity for them 
in the future. 

While fishing in a boat in the middle of a lake may offer one person a peaceful 
and rejuvenating experience, many other people would find the exercise to be 
dreadful. If you despise something, you aren’t likely to keep it up long term. It’s 
best to find some solitary activities that you enjoy so you can work them into 
your routine. 

If you appreciate nature, consider spending time in the woods. If you love a 
good meal, go to a restaurant of your choice. You don’t have to stay home to 
appreciate solitude. Instead, choose to do something that you may not normally 
do when you’re with people. Just make sure you don’t bury your nose in a book 
or spend the time text messaging someone. The point of a date with yourself is to 
be alone with your thoughts. 


LEARN MEDITATION 


Although once upon a time meditation was considered something that only 
monks or hippies did, it’s starting to gain more mainstream acceptance. Many 
doctors, CEOs, celebrities, and politicians now appreciate the powerful impact 
meditation has on their mental, physical, and spiritual health. Research shows 
that meditation alters your brain waves, and over time, your brain physically 
changes. Studies have shown that regions of the brain associated with learning, 
memory, and emotion regulation actually begin to thicken after just a few 


months of meditation. 

Meditation has been linked to a variety of emotional benefits, including 
helping those who practice to reduce negative emotions and to gain a new 
perspective on stressful situations. Some studies report meditation decreases 
anxiety and depression. Not to mention the spiritual benefit. While some claim 
meditation alone offers the path to enlightenment, others encourage combining 
prayer with meditation. 

Additional research says meditation may help with a variety of physical health 
issues, including asthma, cancer, sleep problems, pain, and heart disease. 
Although some of the research has been questioned by medical experts, there’s 
certainly no denying that meditation can have a strong influence over your body. 
Just ask Wim Hof. 

Hof has been nicknamed the Iceman because of his ability to use meditation to 
tolerate extreme cold. This middle-aged Dutchman holds over twenty world 
records for the amazing feats he’s accomplished, including being immersed in 
ice for well over an hour. He has climbed Mount Kilimanjaro, run marathons in 
the polar circle, and even hiked halfway up Mount Everest (before his trip was 
cut short due to a foot injury), all while wearing shorts. Skeptical researchers 
have performed a variety of tests on him because many believed his feats must 
somehow be fraudulent, but scientists concluded he’s able to maintain a 
consistent body temperature when he meditates, despite being exposed to 
extreme temperatures. Hof has even begun teaching other people how to control 
their own thermostats through meditation. 

Although being able to withstand being placed in an ice bath for an hour isn’t 
a skill most of us need—or want for that matter—Hof’s story certainly 
demonstrates the incredible connection between the mind and body. There are 
several different types of meditation so it may be helpful to conduct some 
research to find out which could be the best match for you. It doesn’t have to be 
a long or formal process. Instead, meditation can just be something you do for 
five minutes each day to calm your mind and develop a better sense of self- 
awareness. 


STEPS TO SIMPLE MEDITATION 


In its simplest form, you can perform meditation in just a few easy 
steps anytime and anywhere. 


e Sit in a Relaxed Position—Find a position that allows you to keep 
your spine straight, either in a chair or on the floor. 


e Focus on Your Breath—Take deep slow breaths and really feel your 
breath as you inhale and as you exhale. 


e Return Your Consciousness to Your Breath—Your mind will 
wander and thoughts will enter your mind. When they do, return 
your focus to your breathing. 


MINDFULNESS SKILLS 


Mindfulness is often used synonymously with meditation, but they’re not exactly 
the same thing. Mindfulness is about developing an acute awareness of what is 
happening within the moment without forming judgment. In today’s world we’re 
tempted to multitask almost every minute of the day. We send text messages 
while walking the dog, we listen to the radio while we’re cleaning the kitchen, or 
we try to carry on a conversation with someone while we’re typing on our 
laptops. Instead of being mindful of what we’re doing, we’re zoned out. Our 
mind wanders in the midst of a conversation. We can’t remember what we did 
with our car keys even though we just had them in our hands. And we can’t 
recall whether we washed our hair already while we’re in the shower. 

The research on mindfulness shows a lot of similar benefits to meditation: 
reduced stress, fewer depressive symptoms, improved memory, decreased 
emotional reactivity, and even improved satisfaction in relationships. Many 
researchers suggest mindfulness could be the key to finding happiness. It’s also 


been linked to improved physical health benefits such as increased immune 
functioning and decreased inflammation from stress. 

Instead of thinking about what is “right” or “wrong” or how things “should 
be,” mindfulness allows you to accept your thoughts for what they are in the 
moment. Mindfulness raises your awareness and helps you to “zone in” on each 
activity you’re doing throughout the day. It encourages you to become more 
comfortable with being alone with your thoughts while also helping you to live 
in the moment. 

Just like with meditation, you can learn mindfulness skills through books, 
videos, workshops, and retreats. It’s taught differently by different people, so if 
one method of teaching doesn’t work for you, explore other opportunities to 
learn more about mindfulness. The key to developing the skills is to remember 
that they take practice and dedication. But learning these skills can change the 
quality of your life and provide you with a new perspective on solitude. 


WAYS TO PRACTICE MINDFULNESS 


Many different exercises can help you begin practicing mindfulness. The more 
you practice, the more you’ll become fully aware, and fully awake, throughout 
all your daily activities. Here are just a few exercises that can help you develop 
mindfulness: 


e Scan Your Body—Slowly pay attention to each part of your body from the 
tips of your toes to the top of your head. Look for areas of your body that 
may be tense and practice letting go of that tension and relaxing your 
muscles. 


e Count to Ten—Close your eyes and practice slowly counting to ten. Notice 
as your mind will likely begin to wander along the way. Refocus your 
attention back to slowly counting. 


e Consciously Observe—Find an everyday object you have lying around the 
house, like a pen or a cup. Hold the object in your hands and focus all your 
attention onto it. Observe how it looks and how it feels in your hands without 
passing any assessments or judgments. Instead, try to focus on the here and 


now. 


e Eat a Mindful Bite of Food—Take a small piece of food, such as a raisin or 
a nut, and explore it with as many senses as possible. Look at it and notice 
the texture and color. Next, observe how it feels in your hand. Then, pay 
attention to how it smells. Now put it in your mouth and taste it. Chew 
slowly and pay attention to the flavor and how it feels in your mouth for at 
least twenty seconds. 


HOW EMBRACING ALONE TIME WILL 
MAKE YOU STRONGER 


Once Vanessa learned the tools necessary to help reduce her racing thoughts, she 
no longer thought she needed medication to help her sleep. Instead, she could 
use meditation and mindfulness to quiet her mind before she went to sleep. She 
also noticed how her skills made a difference in her professional life. 
Throughout the day, her focus was better. She felt like she was able to be more 
productive and she no longer felt as disorganized, despite her chaotic schedule. 

Learning skills to quiet your mind and be alone with your thoughts can be a 
powerful and life-changing experience. In his book 10% Happier, Dan Harris 
describes how meditation changed his life. As the coanchor of ABC’s Nightline 
and a weekend anchor for Good Morning America, he needed to present his best 
self live on the air every day. But one day he suffered a panic attack in the 
middle of reading a news report. As he became overwhelmed with sudden 
anxiety, he struggled to speak and grew short of breath, forcing him to cut the 
segment short. He later learned that his panic attack—which he refers to as the 
most embarrassing moment of his life—likely resulted from his attempts to self- 
medicate his recent depression with ecstasy and cocaine. Even though he hadn’t 
gotten high for weeks, the effects had lingered in his brain. The panic attack 
motivated him to quit self-medicating and he began a new quest to find out how 
to manage his stress. 

Around the same time, Harris was assigned to report on a series about 
religion. As part of the assignment, he was introduced to meditation. Although 


he initially felt that meditation wouldn’t be anything he’d ever be interested in, 
the more he learned, the more open-minded he became. Eventually, he 
discovered firsthand how meditation could provide him with realistic strategies 
to calm the anxious thoughts in his head. 

Although he acknowledges he was initially uncomfortable with telling people 
he’d started meditating, he recognizes how much sharing his story could help 
other people. He’s clear that meditation didn’t magically fix everything in his 
life, but he says it improved his mood by 10 percent. In his book he says, “Until 
we look directly at our minds we don’t really know what our lives are about.” 

Spending time alone, whether you choose to meditate or you use some quiet 
time to simply reflect on your goals, is the best way to really get to know 
yourself. Just like it’s important to spend quality time with loved ones that you 
want to get to know, it’s imperative that you spend time getting to know 
yourself. Developing an improved sense of self-awareness can help you continue 
to recognize what’s holding you back from reaching your full potential. 


TROUBLESHOOTING AND COMMON TRAPS 


If you ever find yourself dreaming of being stranded on a desert island, it means 
you’re well overdue for some solitude. Don’t be afraid of scheduling time alone. 
It’s not selfish or a waste of time. Instead, it could be one of the most beneficial 
things you could ever do. It can improve your life in a multitude of ways and can 
help you learn how to enjoy every moment, instead of rushing from one task to 
the next without being tuned in to what’s really going on around you. 


WHAT?’S HELPFUL 


Learning how to appreciate silence 


Taking a few minutes every day to be alone with your thoughts 
Scheduling a date with yourself at least one time a month 


Learning how to meditate to quiet your mind 


Practicing mindfulness skills to focus on one task at a time 
Journaling to sort out your emotions 


Reflecting on your progress and goals daily 


WHAT?’S NOT HELPFUL 


Keeping background noise on at all times 


Hurrying from one activity to the next and focusing on constantly 
producing something 


Filling your calendar with social engagements without leaving any time 
for yourself 


Believing that meditation couldn’t possibly be helpful 
Multitasking and zoning out throughout the day 
Assuming that journaling is a waste of time 


Looking at your to-do list and judging each day’s progress by how 
many things you’ve accomplished 


CHAPTER 12 


THEY DON’T FEEL THE WORLD OWES THEM 
ANYTHING 


Don't go around saying the world owes you a living. The world 
owes you nothing. It was here first. 


—ROBERT JONES BURDETTE 


Lucas entered therapy because people in his company’s Human Resources 
Department suggested that he take advantage of their employee assistance 
program to address some problems he’d recently had at work. Through the 
program, Lucas could receive a handful of counseling sessions completely free of 
charge. 

Lucas had recently been hired at his first big job since getting his MBA. He 
was excited about the position and he really believed in the company he worked 
for. But he didn’t feel like his coworkers were as thrilled to have him on board. 
He explained how he often made suggestions about how his supervisor could 
increase the company’s profitability, and he tried to help his coworkers become 
more efficient and productive. He offered ideas at the weekly team meetings, but 
he didnt think anyone was listening to him. He’d even scheduled a meeting with 


his boss asking to be promoted to a leadership position. He thought having more 
authority would make other people more willing to take his advice. 

Much to his dismay, his supervisor wasn’t interested in promoting him. 
Instead, the supervisor told Lucas to “tone it down” if he wanted to remain 
employed, because his fellow coworkers were already complaining about his 
attitude. Following the meeting, Lucas had gone to his company’s Human 
Resources office to complain and it was then that they recommended he receive 
some counseling. 

As Lucas and I talked, he said he felt like he deserved a promotion. Even 
though he was new to the company, he was certain he had great ideas about how 
to make the business more profitable and he figured he should be paid more than 
his current salary. We explored his assumption that he was an extremely valuable 
employee and how his employer might see things differently. We also discussed 
the consequences of making such a bold assumption. He recognized that his 
inference was clearly causing some problems for him at the office—his 
coworkers, and most likely his supervisor, were annoyed. 

Once Lucas was able to see how his “know-it-all” attitude was rubbing 
people the wrong way, we discussed what it was probably like for his coworkers 
to work with him. Some of them had been with the company for decades and 
were slowly trying to work their way up the corporate ladder. Lucas said he 
understood how some of them might feel frustrated when someone who was fresh 
out of college started offering them advice. He admitted that he often thought of 
them as “stupid,” and we discussed how these types of thoughts would only fuel 
his desire to behave in a bossy manner. He participated in trying to reframe 
those thoughts so that he could recognize the value that long-term employees 
offered the company. Instead of viewing coworkers as “stupid” he reacted by 
telling himself that they simply did things differently. When he began thinking he 
was a better employee than someone else, he reminded himself he was fresh out 
of college and still had a lot to learn. 

Lucas agreed to create a list of behaviors that his employer would want to see 
from the company’s best employees. When he was done with that list, we 
reviewed how many of those behaviors he exhibited. He acknowledged that he 
didnt do all of the things on the list—like support other employees and show 
respectful behavior. Instead, he was too focused on showing off and making 


demands. 

Lucas agreed to take his newfound insight and apply it to his behavior at the 
office. When he returned for his next appointment a couple of weeks later, he 
shared some of the changes he’d been working on. He said he had stopped 
offering so much unsolicited advice to others. He found that when he pulled back 
and stopped trying to force people to listen to him, they were more inclined to 
ask him questions and seek out his opinion. He thought this was definitely a step 
in the right direction and he felt confident he could continue to work on being a 
valuable employee rather than the invaluable resource he had previously 
assumed he was. 


CENTER OF THE UNIVERSE 


We’re all inclined to want our fair share in life. However, the belief that you’re 
owed something simply because of who you are or what you’ve been through 
isn’t healthy. Do you respond positively to any of the points below? 


© You think you perform better than average at most tasks, like driving or 
interacting with other people. 


| You’re more likely to talk your way out of problems rather than accept the 
consequences. 


a You believe you were born to be successful. 
a You think your self-worth is tied to your material wealth. 
a You believe you deserve to be happy. 


a You think you’ve dealt with your share of problems in life and it’s your turn 
to have good things happen to you. 


a You enjoy talking about yourself more than hearing about other people. 


© You think you’re smart enough to succeed without having to work hard. 


| You sometimes buy things you can’t afford but justify it by telling yourself 
that you’re worth it. 


a You consider yourself an expert in many things. 


Believing that you shouldn’t have to work as hard or shouldn’t have to go 
through the same process as everyone else because you’re the exception to the 
rule isn’t healthy. But you can learn how to stop complaining about not getting 
what you deserve and start focusing on how to become mentally strong enough 
that yov’ll no longer feel entitled. 


WHY WE FEEL THE WORLD OWES US 
SOMETHING 


Lucas had grown up as an only child and throughout his life, his parents had 
assured him he was a natural-born leader who was meant to be successful. So 
when he graduated from college, he felt confident he was destined for greatness. 
He presumed that any employer would immediately recognize his talent and feel 
fortunate to have him on their team. 

Whether it’s someone who has dealt with unfortunate circumstances and 
thinks he deserves something to make up for it, or it’s someone who thinks she’s 
better than everyone else and deserves to be rewarded for it, people like Lucas 
are everywhere. And while we’re good at noticing this trait in other people, the 
fact is, all of us feel entitled at one time or another and we often lack the insight 
to recognize it in ourselves. 

We live in a world where rights and privileges frequently get confused. Often, 
people think they have a “right to be happy” or a “right to be treated 
respectfully,” even if it means they have to infringe on others’ rights to get what 
they want. Instead of trying to earn privileges, they behave as if society is 
somehow indebted to them. Advertising tempts us to buy products by promoting 
self-indulgence and materialism. The idea that “You deserve it,” whether you 
can afford it or not, leads many among us to go deeply into debt. 

A feeling that the world owes you something isn’t always about a sense of 


superiority. Sometimes it is about a sense of injustice. A person who had a 
difficult childhood, for example, may max out his credit cards as he buys himself 
all the things he never had as a kid. He may think the world owes him the 
opportunity to have nice things, since he missed out on a lot as a youngster. This 
type of entitlement can be just as detrimental as when people think they’re 
superior. 

Jean Twenge, a psychologist and author of Generation Me and The Narcissism 
Epidemic, has conducted many studies on narcissism and entitlement. Her 
studies have found that younger generations have an increased desire for 
material wealth and a decreased desire to work. She suggests several possible 
reasons for this disconnect including: 


e The focus on helping kids develop self-esteem has gone overboard. School 
programs aimed at improving self-esteem teach kids that they’re all special. 
Allowing children to wear shirts that say things like IT’s ALL ABOUT ME or 
telling them repeatedly, “You’re the best,” fuels their inflated beliefs about 
self-importance. 


e Overindulgent parenting prevents children from learning how to accept 
responsibility for their behavior. When kids are given whatever they want 
and they don’t have to experience consequences for misbehavior, they don’t 
learn the value of earning things. Instead, they’re given an overabundance of 
material possessions and accolades regardless of their behavior. 


e Social media fuels mistaken beliefs about self-importance. Young people 
can’t imagine a world without “selfies” and self-promotional blogs. It’s 
unclear if social media actually fuels narcissism or it simply serves as an 
outlet for people to announce their underlying beliefs of superiority. But there 
is evidence that suggests people turn to social media to boost their self- 
esteem. 


THE PROBLEM WITH A SENSE OF 
ENTITLEMENT 


Lucas’s sense of entitlement certainly wasn’t winning him any friends at the 
office. It also wasn’t likely to help him gain a promotion any time soon. 

An entitlement mentality prevents you from earning things based on merit. 
You’ ll be less likely to work hard when you’re busy complaining that you’re not 
getting what you’re owed. Instead, you’ll expect that you should have things 
based on who you are or what you’ve been through. You won’t be able to accept 
responsibility for your behavior when you’re focused on trying to stake your 
claim over what you think the world owes you. 

You’ll also make unrealistic demands of people or be too focused on gaining 
what you think you deserve to be able to contribute to a relationship in a 
meaningful way. 

If you are always demanding, “I deserve to be cared for and treated well,” you 
may have trouble offering the type of love and respect that will attract a partner 
who treats you kindly. 

When you’re focused on yourself, it is extremely challenging to be 
empathetic. Why donate time and money to other people if you’re always 
thinking things like I deserve to buy nice things for myself? Instead of 
experiencing the joy of giving, you’ ll be too fixated on what you’re not getting. 

When you don’t get everything you want entitlement can lead to feelings of 
bitterness as yov’ll think you were somehow victimized. Instead of enjoying all 
that you have and all that you’re free to do, you’ll focus on all that you don’t 
have and all the things you can’t do. You’ll likely miss out on some of the best 
things in life. 


GET OVER YOURSELF 


Lucas needed to understand how his sense of entitlement affected him and those 
around him. Once his eyes were opened to the way that other people perceived 
him, he was able to begin changing the way he thought about his coworkers as 
well as the way he behaved toward them. A willingness to work hard, combined 
with some humility, helped Lucas remain employed. 


DEVELOP SELF-AWARENESS OF YOUR SENSE OF 
ENTITLEMENT 


We see it all the time in the media—wealthy people, celebrities, and politicians 
acting like the normal laws and rules don’t apply to them because they’re 
special. Or take, for instance, the teenage boy who was placed on trial for 
murder after killing four people in a drunken driving accident in Texas. The 
defense team suggested the boy was suffering from “affluenza”—meaning he 
thought he was above the law. The argument was that the teenager shouldn’t be 
held responsible because he grew up in a wealthy family with parents who had 
coddled him and never required him to accept any responsibility for his 
behavior. The teen was ultimately sentenced to a substance abuse rehabilitation 
program and probation, and he didn’t receive any jail time. It’s these types of 
stories that make us question whether we as a society are becoming more 
tolerant of the idea that the world does owe certain people more than others. 

More subtle versions of entitlement have also become commonplace. If you 
don’t land that dream job, the common reaction from friends is usually 
something along the lines of “Well, something better will come your way” or 
“You deserve something good to happen to you after all this.” But even though 
these statements are made with the best of intentions, the world doesn’t really 
work like that. No matter whether you’re the smartest person on the planet or 
you’ve persevered through life’s roughest circumstances, you don’t become 
more deserving of good fortune than anyone else. 

Try to become more aware of these subtle moments of entitlement. Look for 
thoughts that indicate you have some underlying beliefs about what the world 
owes you, such as: 


e I deserve better than this. 

¢ I’m not following that law because it’s stupid. 
¢ I’m more valuable than this. 

e Iwas meant to be highly successful. 

e Good things will come my way. 


e There’s always been something really special about me. 


Most people who feel a sense of entitlement lack self-awareness. They think 
everyone else perceives them the same way they perceive themselves. Pay 
attention to the thoughts that you have and keep these truths in mind: 


e Life isn’t meant to be fair. There isn’t a higher power or any person on Earth 
who ensures that all humans are dealt a fair or equal hand. Some people have 
more positive experiences than others. That’s life but it doesn’t mean you’re 
owed anything if you were dealt a bad hand. 


e Your problems aren t unique. Although no one else’s life is exactly like yours, 
other people experience the same types of problems, sorrows, and tragedies 
as you. There are likely many people on the planet who have overcome 
worse. No one promised life would be easy. 


e You have choices in how you respond to disappointments. Even if you can’t 
change the situation, you can choose how to respond. You can decide to deal 
with problems, circumstances, or tragedies that come your way without 
developing a victim mentality. 


e You arent more deserving. Although you’re different from everyone else, 
there’s nothing about you that makes you better than other people. There’s no 
reason that you should inherently have good things happen to you or that you 
shouldn’t have to put in time and effort to reap the benefits. 


FOCUS ON GIVING, NOT TAKING 


I first heard about “Sarah’s House” from a radio commercial that was advertising 
an upcoming fund-raising event. It wasn’t until later that I learned that Sarah and 
I had actually grown up in the same town. In fact, I’d seen her before. The last 
night of my mom’s life, we were at a basketball game and I recall a set of twins 
playing on the team. One of them was Sarah Robinson. 

I’ve since met Sarah’s twin sister, Lindsay Turner, and she’s told me all about 
Sarah. When Sarah was twenty-four, she was diagnosed with a brain tumor. She 
underwent surgery and chemotherapy for a year and a half before losing her 
battle to cancer. Throughout the course of her treatment, Sarah didn’t focus on 


how unfair it was that she got cancer. Instead, she was too busy focusing on her 
mission to help other people. 

Sarah met other cancer patients at her treatment center, and she was horrified 
to learn that many of them had to drive a great distance to get treatment. Living 
in rural Maine meant some patients were making a five-hour round-trip drive 
five days a week for six weeks at a time because they couldn’t afford hotel 
rooms. Some of them were even sleeping in their vehicles at the Walmart 
parking lot. She knew this wasn’t a good way for anyone to fight a battle for 
their life. 

Sarah wanted to help and initially joked that she could buy bunk beds and let 
everyone sleep at her house, but she knew that wouldn’t be a long-term solution. 
So she came up with the idea to create a hospitality house close to the treatment 
center. Sarah had already been a member of her local Rotary Club for several 
years. The club’s motto is “service above self,” which is clearly something Sarah 
believed in. She pitched the idea to the club and its members agreed to help her 
create a hospitality house. 

She became passionate about turning this idea into a reality and she worked 
tirelessly to get it off the ground. In fact, her family says that even while she was 
undergoing chemotherapy, she’d often get up in the night to work on this project. 
Even as Sarah’s health deteriorated her attitude remained positive. She told her 
family, “I’m not leaving the party early, I’m getting there first.” Not only did her 
faith in God remain strong, but so did her desire to make the hospitality house a 
reality. 

Sarah passed away in December of 2011, at the age of twenty-six. And just 
like she’d asked them to do, her family and friends are working to make “Sarah’s 
House” a reality. Within eighteen months, they raised almost a million dollars. 
Even Sarah’s daughter has become involved in the fund-raising. She keeps a jar 
with the words Sarah’s House written on it, and she donates the money she earns 
from selling lemonade for “Momma.” Without a single paid employee, 
volunteers have worked tirelessly to turn a former furniture store into a nine- 
room hospitality house that won’t ever turn patients away. 

Although most people diagnosed with a terminal illness may ask “Why me?,” 
that wasn’t Sarah’s mentality. As her health deteriorated to the point that she 
could no longer put on her own pajamas, and her husband had to dress her, she 


wrote in her journal, “I’m the luckiest woman alive!!!” 

“T have a very firm affirmation that I have ‘left it all on the field’ (the field of 
life that is),” she wrote in another journal entry. “I have not held back, I do not 
regret, the people in my life know what they mean to me and I will always 
openly project that.” Sarah certainly did give life everything she had and it’s 
probably one of the reasons she was able to face death with such courage, even 
at such a young age. Shortly before she died, she revealed that one of her wishes 
was to inspire others to join their local civic organizations because, “that’s what 
life is all about.” She made it clear that when people are dying, no one ever 
wishes that they had spent another day at the office. Instead, they wish they had 
spent more time helping others. 

Sarah never wasted a minute feeling like the world owed her anything because 
she had cancer. Instead, she focused on what she could give to the world. She 
helped others without expecting to be owed anything in return. 


BEHAVE LIKE A TEAM PLAYER 


Whether you’re trying to get along with your coworkers, create genuine 
friendships, or improve a romantic relationship, you won’t be able to do so 
unless you’re a team player. Stop focusing on what you think would make things 
fair and instead try the following: 


e Focus on your efforts, not your importance. Instead of paying attention to 
how overqualified you may think you are, focus on your efforts. There is 
always room for improvement. 


e Accept criticism gracefully. If someone offers you feedback, don’t be quick to 
say, “Well, that person is stupid.” Their feedback is based on how they 
perceive you, which of course is likely to be different from how you perceive 
yourself. Be willing to evaluate criticism and consider whether you want to 
change your behavior. 


e Acknowledge your flaws and weaknesses. Everyone has flaws and 
weaknesses, whether we like to admit them or not. Recognizing that you 
have insecurities, problems, and unattractive characteristics about yourself 


can ensure you don’t develop an inflated self-perception. Just don’t use those 
weaknesses as an excuse about why the world owes you more. 


e Stop and think about how other people feel. Rather than focusing on what 
you think you deserve in life, take time to think about how other people may 
feel. Increasing empathy for others can decrease your inflated sense of self- 
importance. 


e Dont keep score. Whether you were able to successfully give up a drug 
addiction or you helped an elderly person across the street, the world doesn’t 
owe you anything in return. Don’t keep score of your good deeds—or the 
reasons you’ve felt wronged—because you’|l only set yourself up for 
disappointment when you don’t ever receive what you think you’re owed. 


PRACTICING HUMILITY MAKES YOU 
STRONGER 


In 1940, Wilma Rudolph was born prematurely. Weighing only four pounds, she 
was a sickly child. At the age of four, she contracted polio. Her left leg and foot 
became twisted as a result and she had to wear a leg brace until she was nine. 
She then had to wear an orthopedic shoe for an additional two years. With the 
help of physical therapy, Rudolph was finally able to walk normally by the age 
of twelve and for the first time in her life, she could join her school’s sports 
teams. 

It was then that she discovered her love and talent for running and she began 
training. By the time she was sixteen, she earned a spot on the 1956 Olympic 
team and as the youngest member on the team, she won the bronze medal in the 
4 x 100 relay. When Rudolph returned home, she began training for the next 
Olympics. She enrolled at Tennessee State University and kept on running. In 
the 1960 Olympics, Rudolph became the first American woman to win three 
gold medals in a single Olympics Game. She was hailed as “the fastest woman 
in history.” Rudolph retired from competition at the age of twenty-two. 

Although many people blame their problems in adulthood on difficulties they 
encountered during childhood, Rudolph certainly didn’t. She could have 


attributed any shortcomings she experienced to the fact that she had been so sick 
as a Child, or that as an African American woman she faced racism, or that she 
grew up in poverty in an inner city. But Rudolph didn’t think the world owed her 
anything. Rudolph once said, “It doesn’t matter what you’re trying to 
accomplish. It’s all a matter of discipline. I was determined to discover what life 
held for me beyond the inner-city streets.” That’s how she went from walking 
with a leg brace to winning an Olympic medal within five years. Although 
Rudolph passed away in 1994, her legacy lives on and she continues to inspire 
new generations of athletes. 

Insisting that you’re entitled to more than you have isn’t likely to help you in 
life. It will only waste your time and energy and lead to disappointment. Lucas 
discovered that when he stopped trying to show off, and he became open to 
learning, he was able to improve his job performance. And ultimately, that was 
necessary to help him work toward his goal of advancing in the company. 

When you stop demanding that you need more and are able to be satisfied 
with what you have, you’ll reap tremendous benefits in life. You’ll move 
forward with a sense of peace and contentment without experiencing bitterness 
and selfishness. 


TROUBLESHOOTING AND COMMON TRAPS 


Increasing your mental strength sometimes requires you to accept what the 
world gives you without complaining that you deserve better. And although it’s 
tempting to say we don’t ever feel like the world owes us anything—after all, it’s 
not a very attractive quality—there are times that we all think we’re owed more 
in some fashion. Pay close attention to the times and areas in your life where this 
attitude likely sneaks in, and take steps to rid yourself of this self-destructive 
mentality. 


WHAT?’S HELPFUL 


Developing healthy amounts of self-esteem 


Recognizing areas of your life where you believe you are superior 
Focusing on what you have to give, rather than what you want to take 
Giving back to other people in need 

Behaving like a team player 


Thinking about other people’s feelings 


WHAT?’S NOT HELPFUL 


Becoming overconfident in yourself and your abilities 
Insisting you are better than most people at almost everything 
Keeping score about all the things you think you deserve in life 


Refusing to give to others because you think you don’t have what you 
deserve 


Looking out for what’s best for you all the time 


Only taking your own feelings into consideration 


CHAPTER 13 


THEY DON’T EXPECT IMMEDIATE RESULTS 


Patience, persistence and perspiration make an unbeatable 
combination for success. 


—NAPOLEON HILL 


Marcy couldnt identify any specific reason why she was unhappy in her life, but 
she described an overall sense of dissatisfaction. She explained her marriage 
was “okay” and she had a fairly healthy relationship with her two children. She 
didn’t really mind her job, but it certainly wasn’t her dream career. She just 
didn’t feel as happy as she’d like to be and she thought she might be more 
stressed than the average person, but she couldn t offer any specifics. 

She’d spent years reading self-help book after self-help book but none of them 
were life altering. And the three sessions of therapy she’d tried a couple of years 
ago hadnt really changed her life either. She was pretty certain that more 
therapy wouldnt help, but she thought if she could show her doctor that she’d 
tried it for a few sessions, he might be willing to prescribe medication that would 
make her feel happier. She was up front in saying that she didn’t really have any 
time or energy to devote to therapy at this point in her life. 

I acknowledged to Marcy that she was right—if she didn’t want to put in any 


effort, therapy wouldn’t do any good. But I also explained that medication 
usually wasn’t a quick fix either. In fact, most antidepressants take at least four 
to six weeks before people notice any type of change. Sometimes it takes many 
months to find the right medication and the right dosage. And some people never 
experience any type of relief at all. 

I clarified that therapy didn't need to be a lifelong commitment. Instead, short- 
term therapy could be effective. It wasn’t the amount of sessions that made the 
difference—it was the amount of work she did that would determine how 
successful therapy would be and how quickly she’d see results. Armed with that 
new knowledge, Marcy said she’d need to spend some time thinking about her 
options. Within a few days, she called back and said she wanted to give therapy 
a try and she was willing to make it a priority in her life. 

Within the first few sessions, it became clear that Marcy expected immediate 
results in many areas of her life. Whenever she tried anything new, whether it 
was an exercise class or a hobby, she gave up quickly if she wasn't seeing the 
results she wanted. She sometimes tried to improve her marriage because she 
really wanted a “wonderful” relationship, and not just a so-so one. For a few 
weeks, she’d work on being the best wife she could be, but when she didn’t 
experience marital bliss right away, she’d give up. 

Over the next few weeks we discussed how her expectations of immediate 
gratification had affected her not just personally but also professionally. She had 
always wanted to get her master’s degree so she could advance in her career, but 
she felt like it would take forever so she didn’t bother. Now that she’d put off her 
two-year degree for another ten years, she felt more frustrated about it than ever. 

Marcy kept attending therapy and over the next few months, she discovered 
strategies to help her tolerate frustration and learn patience. She began looking 
at several goals she wanted to reach—including furthering her education and 
improving her marriage. As she identified small, action steps she could take, we 
discussed how she could measure her progress. Marcy tackled her new goals 
with a new attitude—she knew it would take time to see major results and she 
prepared herself for that. She noticed that her newfound resolve to create change 
helped improve her life as she gained new hope for the future and her ability to 
move forward one step at a time. 


PATIENCE ISN’T YOUR VIRTUE 


Although we live in a fast-paced world, we can’t get everything we want 
instantly. Whether you’re hoping to improve your marriage or you want to start 
your own business, expecting immediate results can set you up to fail. Do any of 
the points below sound familiar? 


o 


o 


You don’t believe good things come to those who wait. 


You think of time as money and you don’t want to risk wasting a single 
second. 


Patience isn’t your strong suit. 


If you don’t see immediate results, you’re likely to presume what you’re 
doing isn’t working. 


You want things done now. 


You often look for shortcuts so you don’t have to expend as much effort and 
energy getting what you want. 


You feel frustrated when other people don’t seem to go at your pace. 
You give up when you aren’t seeing results fast enough. 

You have trouble sticking to your goals. 

You think everything should happen fast. 


You tend to underestimate how long it will take to reach your goals or 
accomplish something. 


Mentally strong people recognize that a quick fix isn’t always the best 


solution. A willingness to develop realistic expectations and an understanding 
that success doesn’t happen overnight is necessary if you want to reach your full 


potential. 


WHY WE EXPECT IMMEDIATE RESULTS 


Marcy felt like she’d just gotten impatient as she grew older. When things didn’t 
happen at her pace, she became demanding. In fact, her mantra had become “I’m 
not getting any younger.” Her aggressive demeanor worked well in a few areas 
of her life—her children and her coworkers were more likely to comply when 
they knew she meant business. But that impatience spilled over into other areas 
of her life where it didn’t serve her so well and it damaged some of her 
relationships. 

Marcy isn’t alone in her quest for immediate relief from distress. One in ten 
Americans takes an antidepressant. Although antidepressants can help people 
with clinical depression, research shows the vast majority of people taking them 
haven’t ever been diagnosed with depression by a mental health professional. 
Still, plenty of people want to take medication as a shortcut to improving their 
lives. The same goes for children. Parents who have kids with behavior problems 
often ask for a “pill” to manage them. Although legitimate attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder can respond to medication, there isn’t a pill that magically 
makes kids behave. 

We live in a fast-moving world of “no lines, no waiting.” We no longer have 
to send a letter and wait several days for it to arrive. Instead, we can use e-mail 
to transmit information anywhere in the world within seconds. We don’t have to 
wait for commercials to end before resuming our favorite TV shows. On-demand 
movies mean we can watch almost any movie we want in an instant. 
Microwaves and fast food mean we can get our food in a matter of minutes. And 
we can order almost anything we want online and have it delivered to our doors 
within twenty-four hours. 

Not only does our fast-paced world discourage us from waiting, but there are 
always stories floating around about someone who has become an “overnight 
success.” You hear about a musician who gets discovered from a YouTube video 
or a reality star who becomes an instant celebrity. Or start-ups that make millions 
of dollars as soon as they get off the ground. These types of accounts fuel our 
desire to get immediate results from whatever we’re doing. 


Despite the stories about people and businesses achieving immediate results, 
in reality, success is rarely instant. Twitter’s founder spent eight years creating 
mobile and social products before founding Twitter. Apple’s first iPod took three 
years and four versions before sales really took off. Amazon wasn’t profitable 
for the first seven years. There is often folklore about these businesses that 
suggests they became overnight successes, but that’s because people are looking 
at the end result and not at all the work it took to get there. 

So it’s no wonder we have come to expect immediate results in other areas of 
our lives. Whether we’re trying to rid ourselves of bad habits, like overeating or 
drinking too much, or we’re working toward goals like paying off debt or 
earning a college degree, we want it now. Here are some more reasons why we 
expect immediate results: 


e We lack patience. It’s evident in our everyday behavior that we expect things 
to happen immediately. If we don’t get results, we give up. A study 
conducted by Ramesh Sitaraman, a computer science professor at UMass 
Amherst, found that when it comes to technology, our patience lasts two 
seconds. If within two seconds, an online video doesn’t load, people start 
leaving the website. Clearly, our patience is short and when we don’t get the 
results we want right away, it affects our behavior. 


e We overestimate our abilities. Sometimes we tend to think that we’ll do so 
well at something that we’ ll see results right away. Someone may incorrectly 
assume he’s likely to become the best performing salesperson at his company 
within his first month of employment or someone else may assume he can 
lose twenty pounds in just two weeks. Overestimating your abilities can leave 
you feeling disappointed when you find that you’re not able to perform as 
well as you’d predicted. 


e We underestimate how long change takes. We’re so used to technology 
accomplishing things quickly, we incorrectly assume that change in all the 
areas of our lives can happen fast. We lose sight of the fact that personal 
change, business operations, and people don’t move nearly as fast as 
technology. 


THE PROBLEM WITH EXPECTING 
IMMEDIATE RESULTS 


Marcy was missing out on new opportunities because she only wanted to do the 
things in life that would be quick and painless. Although she devoted countless 
hours to reading self-help books, she didn’t apply any of the information to her 
life. She’d always given up on therapy quickly and wanted to find a pill to 
magically change her life. She overlooked many chances to improve her life 
because she always expected immediate results. 

Unrealistic expectations about how easy it is to make changes and get fast 
results can set you up to fail. In a 1997 research study titled “End-of-Treatment 
Self-Efficacy: A Predicator of Abstinence,” researchers reported they found that 
patients who were overly confident about their ability to abstain from alcohol 
when they’re discharged from a rehabilitation facility were more likely to relapse 
compared to patients who were less confident. Overconfidence may cause you to 
assume that you’ll reach your goal with ease, and then if you don’t get 
immediate results, you may struggle to stay on course. 

Expecting immediate results can also cause you to prematurely abandon your 
efforts. If you aren’t seeing results right away, you may incorrectly assume your 
efforts aren’t working. A business owner who invests money in a new marketing 
campaign may assume her efforts didn’t work because she doesn’t see an instant 
increase in sales. But perhaps her investment in advertising is increasing brand 
recognition that will lead to a steady increase in sales over the long term. Or 
maybe someone who goes to the gym for a month doesn’t see bigger muscles 
when he looks in the mirror, so he assumes his workouts aren’t effective. But, in 
reality, he’s slowly making progress that will take many months, not just weeks. 
And there’s research that suggests we’re giving up on our goals faster than ever 
before. A 1972 study called “Self-Initiated Attempts to Change Behavior: A 
Study of New Year’s Resolutions” found that 25 percent of the study’s 
participants abandoned their New Year’s resolutions after fifteen weeks. Fast- 
forward to 1989, and 25 percent of people were abandoning their resolutions 
after only one week. 

Here are some other potential negative consequences that can occur when you 


expect to see immediate results: 


e You may be tempted to take shortcuts. If you’re not getting fast enough 
results, you may fall prey to hurrying things along in an unnatural manner. If 
a dieter isn’t getting the results she wants in a couple of weeks, she may go 
on a crash diet in an attempt to speed up the process. Athletes who want to 
get stronger and faster may take performance-enhancing drugs. Shortcuts can 
have dangerous consequences. 


e You won't be prepared for the future. Wanting everything now will prevent 
you from looking at the long-term picture. The desire to get immediate 
results is evident in the way people view investments. People want to see a 
return on their investment now, not thirty years from now. The 2014 
Retirement Confidence Survey found that 36 percent of Americans have less 
than $1,000 in savings or investments. Clearly, there are likely to be 
economic factors involved that prevent people from placing money into 
retirement, but our desire for instant gratification is also likely to play a role. 
People don’t want to set aside money in long-term investments because they 
want to enjoy their money today. 


e Unrealistic expectations can cause you to draw the wrong conclusions. If you 
expect immediate results, you may be tempted to assume you’ve seen enough 
to develop a conclusion, but in reality, you may not have given it enough 
time to get an accurate picture. A person who is unable to get a business off 
the ground in a year may decide he’s a complete failure in the business world 
because he didn’t make any money. But in reality, he just didn’t give his 
Start-up enough time to turn it into a viable business venture. 


e It leads to negative and uncomfortable emotions. When your expectations 
aren’t met, you’re likely to become disappointed, impatient, and frustrated. 
When you experience increased negative emotions, your progress may be 
slowed and you may be tempted to give up altogether when you think you 
should be seeing a better outcome. 


e You may engage in behavior that sabotages your goals. Unrealistic 


expectations may influence your behavior and make it more difficult to 
achieve the results you want. If you expect a cake to be baked quickly, you 
may open the oven door to check it repeatedly. Each time you open the oven, 
you allow heat to escape, which ultimately means the cake will take even 
longer to bake. When you expect things to happen fast, your behavior may 
interfere with your efforts before you even realize it. 


COMMIT TO THE LONG HAUL 


Once Marcy accepted that she wouldn’t see immediate results, she had to decide 
whether to commit to making changes in therapy. She was tired enough of other 
things not working that she agreed to try therapy, and she knew that a partial 
commitment wasn’t going to help. By the end of treatment, she also recognized 
that self-improvement—like other changes in life—doesn’t happen immediately 
and she’d need to continue to devote time and energy to personal growth over 
the course of her life. 


CREATE REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS 


You won’t pay off $100,000 in debt on a $50,000 income in six months. You 
can’t lose twenty-five pounds in time for swimsuit season if you wait until May 
to begin exercising. And you probably won’t climb the corporate ladder during 
your first year at the office. But if you have these types of expectations, you may 
never reach your goals. Create realistic expectations that will keep you energized 
over the long haul. Here are some strategies to create realistic expectations about 
any goal: 


e Don't underestimate how difficult change is. Accept that doing something 
different, striving to reach a goal, or giving up a bad habit will be hard. 


e Avoid placing a definite time limit on reaching your goal. It’s helpful to 
create an estimated time limit on when you should see results, but avoid 
creating a definitive timeline. For example, some people claim you can 
establish a good habit or break a bad habit in a certain number of days (the 


magic numbers seem to be either twenty-one or thirty-eight days depending 
on which study you read). But if you step back and think about that, clearly 
that’s not reality. It would only take me about two days to get used to eating 
ice cream for dessert every day and about six months to get out of the habit 
of having a cup of coffee with my breakfast. So don’t assign a timeline based 
on what you think “should be.” Instead, be flexible and understand that a lot 
of factors will influence when you will see results. 


e Dont overestimate how much better the results will make your life. 
Sometimes people think, If I lose twenty pounds, every aspect of my life will 
be much better. But when they begin losing weight, they don’t see the 
miraculous results they had imagined. They experience disappointment 
because they overestimated and exaggerated the outcome. 


RECOGNIZE THAT PROGRESS ISN’T ALWAYS OBVIOUS 


Several other therapists and I used to facilitate a parenting group. The parents 
who attended mostly had preschool-age children, and the most common 
behavior problem they wanted addressed was temper tantrums. Of course, young 
children are notorious for their abilities to throw themselves down on the 
ground, scream, and kick when they’re not getting what they want. So as part of 
the program, parents were encouraged to ignore attention-seeking behaviors. 
Despite warnings that behaviors would sometimes get worse before they got 
better, parents frequently became convinced that ignoring just didn’t work. 
When asked how they knew it wasn’t working, they’d say things like, “He just 
started screaming louder” or “She got up and ran over to me and threw herself 
back on the ground to continue her tantrum right in front of me!” 

What these parents hadn’t yet realized was that their attempts at ignoring were 
working. The kids were getting the message that their parents weren’t going to 
give in to them anymore, and these savvy little four-year-olds were upping their 
game. They figured if Mom or Dad wasn’t giving in when they screamed a little, 
they’d better scream louder to get what they wanted. And each time parents gave 
in, it reinforced the kids’ temper tantrums. But if parents could ignore attention- 
seeking behaviors consistently, their kids would learn that temper tantrums 


weren’t an effective way to get what they wanted. Parents often needed 
reassurance that just because their child’s behavior seemed to be getting worse, it 
didn’t mean their parenting strategies weren’t effective. 

Progress toward your goal might not always be in a straight line. Sometimes 
things have to get worse before they can get better. And other times, you might 
feel like you take two steps forward and one step back. If you can remember to 
look at your long-term goals, however, it will help you put setbacks into 
perspective. Before you set out to reach your goal—whether you want to start a 
new business or you want to learn meditation—consider how you’ll measure 
progress by asking yourself the following questions: 


e How will I know if what I’m doing is working? 
e What is a realistic time frame to see initial results? 


e What kind of results can I realistically expect to see within one week, one 
month, six months, and one year? 


e How will I know that I’m staying on track toward my goal? 


PRACTICE DELAYING GRATIFICATION 


Delayed gratification is something that some people seem to be better at than 
others. But the truth is, everyone can fall prey to the lure of instant gratification. 
Immediate gratification is at the heart of many problems, including some major 
physical and mental health issues, financial problems, and addictions. While one 
person might not be able to resist a cookie that isn’t on his diet, someone else 
might not be able to put down the alcohol that causes so many problems in her 
life. Even people who are good at delaying gratification in some areas of their 
lives are likely to have weaknesses in others. 

Take, for example, the case of Daniel “Rudy” Ruettiger, whose inspirational 
story was turned into a movie in the early 1990s. His was the ultimate story of an 
underdog who persevered through hard work and dedication. As the third child 
of fourteen children, Rudy had dreamed of someday going to Notre Dame. But 
he struggled with dyslexia and had a difficult time academically. He applied to 


Notre Dame but was rejected three times. So he enrolled in nearby Holy Cross 
College. After two years of hard work, he was finally accepted to Notre Dame in 
1974. 

Not only did he aspire to be a successful student, but he also dreamed of 
playing on the football team. But at only five foot six and 165 pounds, he didn’t 
look like a contender. Notre Dame, however, allowed members of the student 
body to become walk-on candidates. So Rudy earned a spot on the practice team 
whose purpose was to help the varsity team prepare for upcoming games. Rudy 
practiced hard and poured his heart into each football practice. His dedication 
and hard work earned the respect of his coaches and teammates. During the last 
game of his senior year, he was allowed to play defense in the final few minutes 
of the game. Just like he always had done in practice, Rudy put everything he 
had into the game and he successfully tackled the quarterback. Rudy’s 
teammates were so proud of him that they carried him off the field in celebration 
amidst cries of “Rudy! Rudy! Rudy!” 

Clearly, Rudy seemed like a person who could successfully delay 
gratification. He spent years working hard to achieve his goals and he certainly 
didn’t expect immediate results—he only saw a few minutes of actual playing 
time in a single football game. 

But just because he could work hard and persevere in some areas of his life 
didn’t mean Rudy was immune to the lure of instant gratification. In 2011, he 
was charged with securities fraud after the Securities and Exchange Commission 
revealed he participated in a “pump-and-dump” scheme. Rudy had created a 
company that manufactured a sports drink called “Rudy.” However, the SEC 
discovered Rudy and the other owners of the company had made false claims 
about the success of their business in an attempt to raise stock prices so they 
could sell their shares at inflated prices. Although he never admitted guilt, he did 
settle. Ultimately he was forced to pay over $300,000 in fines. 

The man who was once hailed as a hero for his hard work and perseverance 
fell prey to a get-rich-quick scheme just a few decades later. Rudy’s story shows 
how strong our desire to stay the course can be at certain times in our lives and 
how quickly we may be willing to throw in the towel at other times or areas of 
our lives. Forgoing instant gratification requires constant vigilance. Here are 
some strategies to help you delay gratification and prevent you from expecting 


immediate results: 


e Keep your eyes on the prize. Keep your end goal in mind to stay motivated 
on the days when you feel like giving up. Remind yourself of your goal in 
creative ways. Write down what you want to accomplish on a note and hang 
it on the wall or make it your computer screensaver. Visualize yourself 
meeting your goal each day and it will help you stay motivated. 


e Celebrate milestones along your journey. You don’t have to wait until you 
reach your goal before you celebrate your accomplishments. Instead, create 
short-term objectives and celebrate when you reach each milestone. Even 
something as small as going out to dinner with family can help you 
acknowledge your progress along the way. 


e Create a plan to resist temptation. There are always opportunities to give in 
to immediate gratification. If you’re trying to lose weight, there will be sweet 
treats to throw you off your diet. And if you’re trying to stick to a budget, 
nice toys and luxuries will always be there to tempt you. Create a plan ahead 
of time that will help you steer clear of temptations that may throw you off 
course and prevent you from becoming successful. 


e Deal with feelings of frustration and impatience in a healthy manner. Some 
days you will feel like giving up, questioning whether you should continue. 
Just because you feel angry, disappointed, and frustrated doesn’t mean you 
should quit. Instead, find healthy ways to cope with those feelings and expect 
that they will be part of the process. 


e Pace yourself. No matter what you’re doing, you’ ll be at risk for burnout if 
you expect immediate results. Pace yourself so you can be methodical in 
your attempts to move toward reaching your goals. Learning the value of a 
slow and steady pace can help you gain patience and ensure that you’re on 
the right track rather than rushing as fast as you can to get what you want. 


DELAYING GRATIFICATION MAKES US 
STRONGER 


James Dyson’s journey began in 1979. When he became frustrated that his 
vacuum cleaner lost suction, he set out to build a better vacuum cleaner that used 
centrifugal force, instead of a bag, to separate the air from the dirt. He spent five 
years building prototype after prototype—over five thousand in all—until he was 
satisfied with the product. 

Once he had created a vacuum cleaner he believed in, his journey was still far 
from over. He spent several years trying to find a manufacturer who was 
interested in licensing his product. When it became clear that the current vacuum 
manufacturers just weren’t interested in his vacuum cleaners, Dyson decided to 
open his own manufacturing plant. His first vacuum cleaner went on sale in 1993 
—fourteen years after he began working to create his first concept. His hard 
work certainly paid off, however, when the Dyson vacuum became the biggest- 
selling vacuum cleaner in Britain. By 2002, one in four British households 
owned a Dyson vacuum cleaner. 

If James Dyson had expected to build a successful business overnight, he 
likely would have given up long ago. But his patience and perseverance paid off. 
Over three decades later, he sells vacuum cleaners in twenty-four countries and 
he’s built a company that sells more than $10 billion in products each year. 

Reaching your full potential requires you to demonstrate willpower to resist 
short-term temptation. The ability to delay getting what you want now so you 
can get more later is instrumental to success. Here’s what the research says about 
the benefits of delayed gratification: 


e Self-discipline is more important than IQ when it comes to predicting 
academic success. 


e College students’ self-control scores correlate with higher self-esteem, higher 
grade point averages, less binge eating and alcohol abuse, and better 
interpersonal skills. 


e The ability to delay gratification is associated with lower rates of depression 
and anxiety. 


e Children with high self-control have fewer mental and physical health 
problems, fewer substance-abuse problems, fewer criminal convictions, and 


greater financial security as adults. 


Whether your goal is to save enough money to go on vacation next year or 
you’re devoted to raising children who will become responsible adults, establish 
realistic expectations for yourself and don’t expect to see results tomorrow. 
Instead, be willing to commit to the long haul and you’ll increase the chances 
that yov’ll be able to reach your goals. 


TROUBLESHOOTING AND COMMON TRAPS 


It’s likely that you have some areas of your life where it’s easy to create realistic 
expectations. Perhaps you’re willing to go back to college with the 
understanding it will take years before you’re able to graduate and earn more 
money. Or maybe you’re willing to invest money into your retirement account 
with the understanding that yov’ll allow it to grow for thirty years. But there are 
also likely to be areas of your life where you want things to happen immediately. 
Maybe you don’t want to wait for your marriage to get better or you don’t want 
to give up the foods you love, despite warnings from the doctor. Look for those 
areas in your life where you can improve and focus on finding strategies to help 
you develop the skills you need to make slow but steady progress. 


WHAT?’S HELPFUL 


Creating realistic expectations about how long it will take to reach your 
goal and how difficult it will be 


Finding accurate ways to measure your progress 
Celebrating milestones along your journey 
Coping with negative feelings in healthy ways 


Developing a plan to help you resist temptation 


Pacing yourself for the long haul 


WHAT?’S NOT HELPFUL 


Expecting that you’ll see instant results 


Assuming that if things don’t get better right away, you’re not making 
progress 


Waiting until you get to the end of your journey to celebrate 
Allowing your frustration and impatience to affect your behavior 


Predicting that you have enough willpower to resist all forms of 
temptation 


Looking for shortcuts so you can avoid the work necessary to reach 
your goal 


CONCLUSION 
MAINTAINING 
MENTAL STRENGTH 


Increasing your mental strength isn’t about simply reading this book or declaring 
that you’re tough. Instead, it’s about incorporating strategies into your life that 
will help you reach your full potential. Just like you need to work to maintain 
your physical strength, mental strength requires ongoing maintenance. And there 
is always room for improvement. If your mental muscles aren’t being maintained 
or strengthened, they’ ll begin to atrophy. 

No one is immune to making mistakes and having bad days. There will be 
times when your emotions get the best of you, times when you believe thoughts 
that aren’t true, and times when you engage in self-destructive or unproductive 
behavior. But those times will grow fewer and farther between when you’re 
actively working to increase your mental strength. 


COACH YOURSELF 


Just like any good coach should provide a combination of support and advice to 
help you get better, be willing to do that for yourself. Look at what you’re doing 
well and build on your strengths. Identify areas that need improvement and 
challenge yourself to get better. Create opportunities for growth but understand 
that yov’ll never be perfect. Try to improve a little each day by following these 
steps: 


e Monitor Your Behavior—Look for times when your behavior sabotages 
your efforts to build mental strength; for example, repeating the same 
mistakes, shying away from change, or giving up after the first failure. Then 
identify strategies to help you behave in a more productive manner. 


e Regulate Your Emotions—Be on the lookout for times when you’re feeling 
sorry for yourself, fearing calculated risks, feeling like the world owes you 
something, fearing alone time, resenting other people’s success, or worrying 
about pleasing everyone. Don’t allow those types of feelings to hold you 
back from reaching your full potential. Remember, if you want to change 
how you feel, you have to change how you think and behave. 


e Think About Your Thoughts—lIt takes some extra effort and energy to 
really evaluate your thoughts. But overly positive or exaggeratedly negative 
thoughts will influence how you feel and behave and can interfere with your 
quest for mental strength. Examine whether your thoughts are realistic before 
determining a course of action so you can make the best decisions for 
yourself. Identify beliefs and thoughts that will hold you back, such as those 
that encourage you to give away your power, waste energy on things you 
can’t control, dwell on the past, or expect immediate results. Replace them 
with more realistic and productive thoughts. 


Just like a good trainer at the gym encourages a healthy lifestyle outside of the 
gym, being a good coach means you’ll need to create a lifestyle conducive to 
building mental strength. It’s impossible to build mental strength if you’re not 
taking care of yourself physically. Not eating right and not getting enough sleep 
make it difficult to manage your emotions, think clearly, and behave 
productively. So take steps to ensure that you’re creating an environment that 
will set you up for success. 

Although acquiring mental strength is a personal journey, you don’t have to go 
it completely alone. It’s hard to become your best self without help from other 
people. Ask for help when you need it and surround yourself with supportive 
people. Sometimes, other people can offer tips and strategies about what helps 
them and you may be able to apply those to your life in a way that helps you 
along your journey. If you find that your friends and family aren’t able to 


provide you with the type of support that you need, seek professional help. A 
trained counselor can assist you in your efforts to create change. 

As your mental strength increases, you’ll become more aware that not 
everyone is as interested in increasing their mental strength. Clearly, you can’t 
force anyone else to change his or her life, that’s up to that individual. But rather 
than complain about people who aren’t mentally strong, commit to being a 
healthy role model for others. Teach your children how to be mentally strong 
because clearly, they’re not learning these skills in the outside world. But if you 
work on striving to be your best, people around you, including your children, 
will take notice. 


FRUITS OF YOUR LABOR 


Lawrence Lemieux is a Canadian sailor who competed in two Olympic Games. 
He’d been sailing since he was a child, and in the 1970s he fell in love with solo 
racing. He worked hard to improve his skills and he began racing competitively. 
In 1988, he traveled to the Seoul Olympics, where the chance of earning a medal 
looked promising. 

On the day of the race, the conditions were quite challenging. Strong winds 
combined with fast-moving ocean currents made for unusually large waves. 
Despite the challenges, Lemieux took an early lead. But the eight-foot waves 
made it impossible to see the fluorescent buoys that outlined the course and he 
missed one of the markers. He was forced to backtrack to the buoy he’d missed 
before resuming his spot in the race. Despite being slowed down, he managed to 
maintain second place and was still a strong contender for a medal. 

As he continued back on course, however, he spotted the Singaporean two- 
man team’s overturned dinghy. One man was badly injured and clinging to the 
hull, and the other man was drifting away from the boat. Given the conditions of 
the sea, Lemieux knew that this man could easily float away before he was 
rescued by a safety boat. Despite decades of training for this one goal, Lemieux 
gave it all up within a split second. Without hesitation, he turned his boat around 
and rescued the Singaporean sailors and waited with them until the Korean navy 
safely picked them up. 

Lemieux resumed the race, but it was too late for him to win a medal. He 


finished in twenty-second place. At the awards ceremony, the president of the 
International Olympic Committee awarded Lemieux with the Pierre de 
Coubertin medal for sportsmanship for his self-sacrifice and courage. 

Clearly Lemieux’s self-worth wasn’t dependent on the fact that he had to win 
the gold medal to feel like a success. He didn’t feel as though the world—or the 
Olympics—owed him anything. Instead, he was mentally strong enough to live 
according to his values and do what he felt was right, even if it meant he 
wouldn’t be able to reach his original goal. 

Developing mental strength isn’t about having to be the best at everything. It 
also isn’t about earning the most money or achieving the biggest 
accomplishments. Instead, developing mental strength means knowing that 
you’ll be okay no matter what happens. Whether you’re facing serious personal 
problems, a financial crisis, or a family tragedy, you’ll be best prepared for 
whatever circumstances you encounter when you’re mentally strong. Not only 
will you be ready to deal with the realities of life, but you’ll be able to live 
according to your values no matter what life throws your way. 

When you become mentally strong, you will be your best self, have the 
courage to do what’s right, and develop a true comfort with who you are and 
what you are capable of achieving. 
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